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by Forrest H. Armstrong 
Kolodny, Annette. Failing the Future: A Dean Looks at Higher Education 
in the Twenty-first Century. Durham: Duke University Press, 1998. 
Review 
Forrest H. Armstrong, a former 
dean ofWilliam James College and 
then the Arts & Humanities 
division at GVSU from 1980-
1997, is now a professor of political 
science. 
The title promises much: an examination of education for the twenty-first century. The 
book jacket promises even more: a book "rich 
with practical solutions and workable programs 
for change." Perhaps some will find them in 
Kolodny's work, but this reader found little more 
than one long whine. 
Kolodny bases her book on the five-year term 
she served as dean of the College of Humanities 
at the University of Arizona (1988-1993). Arizona 
is a research I university as neither of mine has 
been, but we were deans in the same field during 
the same era, so I thought it might be interesting 
to compare her assessment of cleaning with my 
own. Kolodny describes herself as a feminist 
scholar who was naive when she took the 
deanship, having never previously served as a 
department chair or in any administrative capac-
ity, and from reading her book, this self-assess-
ment appears to have been penetratingly accurate! 
Kolodny's stated goal is a lofty one we ought 
all to share: defining and enacting the good soci-
ety. Having now left deaning to teach political 
science full-time, I consistently struggle-too of-
ten unsuccessfully-to get my students to evalu-
ate whether our political system produces out-
comes that are in the public interest (a concept 
many seem to find either foreign or quaint). She 
names three curricular emphases she deems im-
portant-interdisciplinarity, education for a lei-
sured society, and internationalization-but does 
little to develop them. Her real emphasis is less 
on the content of higher education than on what 
her opponents at Arizona call "social engineer-
ing" -reshaping universities (and the society of 
which they are part) in ways that will support 
higher education: "Unless we develop social pro-
grams to mitigate the economic displacements that 
impoverish entire neighborhoods, disrupt fami-
lies, produce violence, and stunt young people's 
growth, educational reform will not stand proof 
against civil disorder 
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w r e :  a  b o o k  " r i c h  
v - o r k a b l e  p r o g r a m s  
w i l l  f i n d  t h e m  i n  
~r f o u n d  l i t t l e  m o r e  
.  t h e  f i v e - y e a r  t e r m  
l e g e  o f  H u m a n i t i e s  
9 8 8 - 1 9 9 3 ) .  A r i z o n a  
L e i t h e r  o f  m i n e  h a s  
~ s a m e  f i e l d  d u r i n g  
l i g h t  b e  i n t e r e s t i n g  
f  d e a n i n g  w i t h  m y  
r s e l f  a s  a  f e m i n i s t  
1 . e n  s h e  t o o k  t h e  
i o u s l y  s e r v e d  a s  a  
m i n i s t r a t i v e  c a p a c -
) k ,  t h i s  s e l f - a s s e s s -
e t r a t i n g l y  a c c u r a t e !  
l o f t y  o n e  w e  o u g h t  
: t i n g  t h e  g o o d  s o c i -
~ t o  t e a c h  p o l i t i c a l  
y  s t r u g g l e - t o o  o f -
.  s t u d e n t s  t o  e v a l u -
t e m  p r o d u c e s  o u t -
i n t e r e s t  ( a  c o n c e p t  
~ign o r  q u a i n t ) .  S h e  
t s e s  s h e  d e e m s  i m -
~ducation f o r  a  l e i -
: t l i z a t i o n - b u t  d o e s  
a l  e m p h a s i s  i s  l e s s  
a t i o n  t h a n  o n  w h a t  
l l  " s o c i a l  e n g i n e e r -
(  a n d  t h e  s o c i e t y  o f  
;  t h a t  w i l l  s u p p o r t  
d e v e l o p  s o c i a l  p r o -
:  d i s p l a c e m e n t s  t h a t  
> o d s ,  d i s r u p t  f a m i -
m t  y o u n g  p e o p l e ' s  
r i l l  n o t  s t a n d  p r o o f  
a g a i n s t  c i v i l  d i s o r d e r "  ( 3 8 ) .  E v e n  t h a t  m i g h t  h a v e  
b e e n  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  h a d  K o l o d n y ' s  e n s u i n g  " a n a l y -
s i s "  b e e n  m o r e  t h a n  a  s t r i n g  o f  u n s u p p o r t e d  a s -
s e r t i o n s ,  b u t  i t  w a s  n o t .  
K o l o d n y ' s  b e t e  n o i r s  a r e  a  r e p r e s s i v e  s o c i e t y  i n  
g e n e r a l  a n d  t h e  r i g h t  w i n g  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  T h e  
r i g h t ,  i t  s e e m s ,  h a s  d e c i d e d  t o  m a k e  a  p o l i t i c i z e d  
a t t a c k  o n  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  t e n u r e  b e c a u s e  o f  
c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n :  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t h e  i n -
c r e a s e d  n u m b e r  o f  w o m e n  a n d  m i n o r i t y  f a c u l t y  
a n d  t h e  c u r r e n t  c o m m i t m e n t  a m o n g  m a n y  h u -
m a n i t i e s  a n d  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  f a c u l t y  t o  e m p l o y  a  
c h a n g e d  p a r a d i g m  t h a t  e x a m i n e s  t h e  " s e a m i e r "  
s i d e  o f  A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y  a n d  c u l t u r e .  T h e  p r o j e c t  
i s  n o t h i n g  l e s s  t h a n  a  c o n s e r v a t i v e  " c a m p a i g n  t o  
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  a f f e c t ,  i f  n o t  c o n t r o l ,  w h o  g e t s  t o  d o  
t h e  t e a c h i n g  a n d  w h a t  g e t s  t a u g h t  i n  t h e  n e x t  c e n -
t u r y "  ( 7 4 ) .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  o n e  i s  f o r c e d  t o  i n f e r  
h e r  p r o o f  f o r  t h i s  i m p o r t a n t  c l a i m ,  w h i c h  a p p e a r s  
t o  b e  l i t t l e  m o r e  t h a n  t h a t  S i d  B a s s  ( t h e  w e a l t h y  
c o n s e r v a t i v e  o i l  h e i r  f r o m  T e x a s )  e v e n t u a l l y  w i t h -
d r e w  h i s  g i f t  o f  m i l l i o n s  t o  Y a l e  f o r  t h e  h u m a n i -
t i e s  ( h e  w a n t e d  s o m e  s a y  i n  w h o  w a s  h i r e d ,  a  
s t i p u l a t i o n  Y a l e  w o u l d  n o t  a g r e e  t o ) .  M o r e o v e r ,  
q u e s t i o n i n g  t e n u r e  i s  n o t h i n g  n e w :  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  
o f  W i s c o n s i n ' s  B o a r d  o f  R e g e n t s  c o n s i d e r e d  e l i m i -
n a t i n g  i t  b a c k  i n  t h e  a n t e d i l u v i a n  p a s t  ( t h e  S e v e n -
t i e s ) ,  a t  w h i c h  t i m e  t h e  p r o f e s s o r i a t e  w a s  o v e r -
w h e l m i n g l y  c o m p r i s e d  o f  w h i t e  m a l e s  .  
F o r  K o l o d n y ,  t l l i s  a t t a c k  h a s  b e e n  p a i r e d  w i t h  
c o n s e r v a t i v e  e f f o r t s  t o  c u t  e d u c a t i o n  b u d g e t s :  
[ W ] h e n  r a d i c a l  r i g h t - w i n g  e l e m e n t s  b e g a n  t o  
a t t a c k  w h a t  w a s  s u p p o s e d l y  b e i n g  t a u g h t  t o  
u n d e r g r a d u a t e s ,  t h e  p u b l i c ' s  a n x i e t i e s  a b o u t  
c o l l e g e  c o s t s  a t t a c h e d  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  n e w  a n x i -
e t i e s  a b o u t  t h e  v a l u e  a n d  q u a l i t y  o f  h i g h e r  e d u -
c a t i o n .  I n  a  m a n n e r  c a r e f u l l y  m a n i p u l a t e d  t o -
w a r d  t h a t  e n d ,  t h e  p u b l i c ' s  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  
h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  w a s  c o m p r o m i s e d .  ( 4 8 )  
I n  f a c t ,  s h e  a r g u e s ,  t h e  p u b l i c  n e e d  n o t  b e  c o n -
c e r n e d ,  f o r  h u m a n i t i e s  c o u r s e s  h a v e  b e c o m e  
" m o r e  r i g o r o u s . "  H o w  d o e s  s h e  k n o w ?  H e r  w a r -
r a n t  s e e m s  t o  b e  t h a t  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  " s o m e  p r o f e s -
s o r s  a r e  t e a c h i n g  [ c a n o n i c a l ]  a u t h o r s  w i t h i n  f a r  
d e n s e r  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  l i t e r a r y  c o n t e x t s "  ( 4 8 ) .  D i f -
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Forrest H. Armstrong 
ferent, to be sure, and possibly richer as well, 
but more rigorous? Unfortunately, we do not 
know the metric by which she establishes this 
claim. We do know that students read less these 
days. We do know that the standard reading test, 
the Nelson-Denny, has been changed substan-
tially since it first appears about 1960. Review its 
first and latest version for yourself and decide 
whether it is expecting the same level of language 
mastery and intellectual commitment from 
today' s students. And we do know that the stan-
dardized college entrance tests were re-normed 
earlier this decade. One does not know the in-
tent, but the result was to inflate artificially the 
scores of today' s students and make it appear 
that they compare more favorably with those 
who took it a generation ago than is, in fact, the 
case without in any way improving the interper-
sonal comparison the original norming system 
provided. We might all be ecstatic if today's hu-
manities courses were genuinely more rigorous, 
but given some empirical evidence that casts 
doubt on Kolodny's statement, it will take more 
than her assertions to prove the point. 
The spectre of inadequate budgets and bud-
get cuts suffuses Kolodny's book. Even though 
she had an operating budget roughly an order 
of magnitude larger than the one available to our 
Arts and Humanities division even five years after 
she left her deanship (for a faculty about double 
A&H's), and even though she got additional lines 
and permission to start two new interdisciplinary 
graduate programs when she became dean, she 
seems fixated on the fact that she was asked to 
cut from a sum she already found to be inad-
equate. She is not the first dean who sometimes 
did not know "what [her] budget might be from 
one semester to the next" (202), but she seems to 
take that fact as additional confirmation that ad-
ministrators did not share her commitment to 
having the university become a far more com-
plete social service agency by funding expanded 
support programs for university staff and gradu-
ate students (undergraduates are essentially in-
visible in the book). 
Kolodny does m 
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c o m m i t m e n t  f r o m  
>  k n o w  t h a t  t h e  s t a n -
~sts w e r e  r e - n o r m e d  
1 e s  n o t  k n o w  t h e  i n -
n f l a t e  a r t i f i c i a l l y  t h e  
a n d  m a k e  i t  a p p e a r  
t v o r a b l y  w i t h  t h o s e  
o  t h a n  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  
J r o v i n g  t h e  i n t e r p e r -
n a l  n o r m i n g  s y s t e m  
· c s t a t i c  i f  t o d a y '  s  h u -
i n e l y  m o r e  r i g o r o u s ,  
e v i d e n c e  t h a t  c a s t s  
~nt, i t  w i l l  t a k e  m o r e  
~ t h e  p o i n t .  
: e  b u d g e t s  a n d  b u d -
b o o k .  E v e n  t h o u g h  
e t  r o u g h l y  a n  o r d e r  
~ o n e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  o u r  
1  e v e n  f i v e  y e a r s  a f t e r  
f a c u l t y  a b o u t  d o u b l e  
e  g o t  a d d i t i o n a l  l i n e s  
1 e w  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  
1 e  b e c a m e  d e a n ,  s h e  
t a t  s h e  w a s  a s k e d  t o  
y  f o u n d  t o  b e  i n a d -
l e a n  w h o  s o m e t i m e s  
u . d g e t  m i g h t  b e  f r o m  
J 2 ) ,  b u t  s h e  s e e m s  t o  
: o n f i r m a t i o n  t h a t  a d -
h e r  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  
m e  a  f a r  m o r e  c o m -
' Y  f u n d i n g  e x p a n d e d  
: s i t y  s t a f f  a n d  g r a d u -
~s a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  i n -
K o l o d n y  d o e s  m a k e  o n e  i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t  w e  
a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  s h o u l d  t a k e  s e r i o u s l y :  s h e  
l e a r n e d  a s  d e a n  h o w  " a b y s m a l l y  i g n o r a n t "  m o s t  
f a c u l t y  ( h e r s e l f  i n c l u d e d ,  w h e n  s h e  w a s  a  f a c u l t y  
m e m b e r )  a r e  a b o u t  w h a t  i s  g o i n g  o n  a t  t h e  i n s t i -
t u t i o n  a n d  t h e  r a t i o n a l e  b e h i n d  i t ,  a n d  s h e  c o r -
r e c t l y  o b s e r v e s  t h a t  t h a t  i g n o r a n c e  " m a k e s  a  s h a m  
o u t  o f  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  s h a r e d  g o v e r n a n c e "  ( 1 4 ) .  
M o s t  n e w  f a c u l t y  l e a v e  g r a d  s c h o o l  a s  " c o s m o -
p o l i t a n s , "  w i t h  m o r e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f ,  a n d  c o m -
m i t m e n t  t o ,  t h e i r  d i s c i p l i n e s  t h a n  o f  u n i v e r s i t i e s '  
b r o a d e r  c o m m i t m e n t s .  L i k e  A r i z o n a ,  w e  n e e d  t o  
d o  a  b e t t e r  j o b  o f  h e l p i n g  a l l  f a c u l t y  d e v e l o p  t h e s e  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  w e  a t  G r a n d  
V a l l e y  m i g h t  b e  a b l e  t o  t a k e  s o m e  s m a l l  m e a s u r e  
o f  s o l a c e  f r o m  t h e  b o o k .  A p p a r e n t l y  K o l o d n y  
t h o u g h t  i t  w a s  a n  i n n o v a t i o n  t o  h a v e  b e g u n  g i v -
i n g  a l l  n e w  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s  a  c o p y  o f  t h e  p e r -
s o n n e l  p o l i c y  a s  s o o n  a s  t h e y  c a m e  t o  c a m p u s .  I s  
t h e r e  n o t h i n g  n e w  u n d e r  t h e  s u n ?  
G i v e n  h e r  r e p e a t e d  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  h o w  f e m i -
n i s t  c o m m i t m e n t s  s h a p e  a l l  o f  h e r  a c t i o n s  a n d  
c o m m i t m e n t s ,  o n e  c a n n o t  f a i l  t o  b e  s t r u c k  b y  
K o l o d n y ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s  s h e  u s e d  a s  
d e a n  t o  e x t r a c t  m o r e  m o n e y  f r o m  t h e  p r o v o s t :  " I f  
l o g i c  a n d  h a r d  d a t a  f a i l e d  m e  a n d  I  t h o u g h t  i t  
w o u l d  h e l p ,  I  t e a s e d ,  I  c a j o l e d ,  I  f l i r t e d ,  I  p o u t e d "  
( 2 1 ,  e m p h a s i s  a d d e d ) .  T o  h e r  c r e d i t ,  s h e  r e c o g n i z e s  
t h a t  s h e  h a d  a d d e d  " c u n n i n g  a n d  m a n i p u l a t i o n  
t o  [ h e r ]  r e p e r t o i r e "  ( 2 1 )  a n d  t a k e s  " n o  p l e a s u r e "  
i n  i t ,  b u t  n e i t h e r  d o e s  s h e  o f f e r  a n y  o t h e r  o f  t h o s e  
p r o m i s e d  " w o r k a b l e  s o l u t i o n s "  t o  r e o r i e n t i n g  a  
s o c i e t y  t h a t  s e e m i n g l y  d e v a l u e s  a n y  a s p e c t s  o f  
h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  t h a t  a r e  n o t  n a r r o w l y  i n s t r u m e n -
t a l - a  c o n c e r n  w e  a l l  o u g h t  t o  s h a r e .  I n  t h e  e n d ,  
w h y  o n e  w o u l d  r e a d  t h i s  b o o k ,  s a v e  a s  a n  a s -
s i g n m e n t ,  i s  u n c l e a r  t o  m e .  I n d e e d ,  I  e v e n  t r i e d  
t o  g e t  o u t  o f  t h e  a s s i g n m e n t  a n d  t h u s  p r a c t i c e  
T h u m p e r ' s  M a x i m - " I f  y a  c a n ' t  s a y  s o m e t h i n '  
n i c e ,  d o n ' t  s a y  n o t h i n '  a t  a l l "  - b u t  a n  o b d u r a t e  
B o o k  R e v i e w  E d i t o r  w o u l d  n o t  l e t  m e  o f f  t h e  
h o o k . < >  
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